, cumulus cells (Kajihara et al, 1987) , granulosa cells (Rexroad, 1989) or bovine oviductal epithelial cells (Gandolfi and Moor, 1987; Eyestone et al, 1987) . All these feeder cells used in coculture were able to improve in vitro development of bovine zygotes compared to a medium devoid of cells. Nevertheless it has been shown recently that in vitro fertilized bovine embryos can be successfully obtained in defined culture medium such as synthetic oviduct fluid (SOF) medium, but low 0 2 tension is required (Trounson et al, 1994; Carolan et (Thibodeaux et al, 1992) (Gandolfi et al, 1992; Eriksen et al, 1993) . However, the mechanism of this action is still unclear. It seems that the embryotrophic or embryo-regulating factors are neither oviduct specific, hormonedependent (Papaioannou and Ebert, 1986) nor species specific (Boland, 1984 (Ouhibi et al, 1990; Menezo et al, 1990; Voelkel and Hu, 1992; Myers et al, 1994; Reed et al, 1996) In our experiments the overall blastocyst yield in presence of Vero cells was higher than that obtained by Myers et al (1994) . These authors reported a 30% blastocyst rate, but their rate is expressed as a ratio to cleaved eggs (2-4 cell) and not to inseminated oocytes as in our study. Recently, Maeda et al (1996) also used this cell line for coculture and they reported only I 1 % blastocyst formation. However, they used a protein and amino acid free simple human tubal fluid (HTF) medium instead of B 2 medium, which is considered to be more appropriate for coculture of bovine embryos than other media (Hasler et al, 1996) .
Concerning the two coculture systems used (monolayer vs microdrop), we observed a slightly better blastocyst formation when zygotes were cocultured on Vero cells in the microdrop as compared with the monolayer system (29.5% vs 27%, respectively). This could be related to the embryo density in the culture medium since good results were reported culturing one embryo per pL of medium under mineral oil (Ferry et al, 1994 (Ferry et al, 1994; Massip et al, 1995) .
Other established cell lines that retain the ability to provide favourable conditions for embryo development over many passages have been investigated. The development rate obtained with BRL cells (Reed et al, 1996) or MDBK cells (Myers et al, 1994) (Xu et al, 1992) .
We also investigated the ability of a medium conditioned by Vero cells to support embryonic development and we observed significantly more blastocysts formed in conditioned medium than in the medium on its own but the blastocyst rate was still lower than in coculture with Vero cells. A conditioned medium has some advantages over that of a coculture system, eg, it may be stored frozen and the same batch of medium can be used for several replicates (Eyestone et al, 1991 ) . It has been said that feeder cells may function by secreting embryotrophic factors and/or by modifying the culture medium by a detoxification process Kane et al, 1992) . Chen et al (1994) ( 1996) .
Recently, it was demonstrated that the production of bovine blastocysts was also possible in a simple defined medium like SOF, although the concentration of O Z (5%) is critical since a reduced embryo development at high oxygen concentration is observed (Carolan et al, 1995; Massip et al, 1995) . The low oxygen tension is thought to act by reducing auto-oxidative damage to which the embryos are susceptible. Furthermore, improved development was reported when SOF medium is changed every 48 h in order to prevent the accumulation of ammonium as a result of amino acid degradation Trounson et al, 1994 Carolan et al, 1995 Galli and Lazzari (1996) (Revel et al 1995) .
In conclusion, this study shows 
